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Teacher recommendations are an important factor in the process of track placement, but research
has shown that they are biased by pupils’ social background. Pupils from higher socio-economic
backgrounds are more likely to get the advice to enrol in an academic track than pupils from lower
socio-economic backgrounds, irrespective of prior achievement. Previous studies looked primarily
at individual pupil or parent characteristics and their influence on teacher recommendations. How-
ever, in this article, the authors argue that the class context forms the frame of reference within
which a teacher forms his/her recommendation for pupils. Therefore, this article investigates class
composition effects on teacher recommendations at the transition between primary and secondary
education in Flanders. More specifically, we look at the socio-economic, ethnic and ability composi-
tion of a class. Multilevel logistic models were tested on data collected in 36 primary schools in the
cities of Ghent and Antwerp in May 2015. The results show that only the ability composition of the
classroom exerts a frame-of-reference effect on teacher recommendations for academically versus
practically oriented tracks. A pupil with a low individual ability in a low-ability class was more likely
to get the advice to enrol in an academically oriented track than an equally able pupil in a high-abil-
ity class. This study demonstrated the limited importance of class composition in teacher recom-
mendations, but calls for more research on teacher bias in the process of track assignment.
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Introduction
In recent decades there has been growing interest within the sociology of education in
the different ways in which education systems allocate pupils to tracks. The reason
for this rise in interest is the finding that these allocation procedures can influence the
extent to which pupils’ assignment to tracks is merit-based rather than determined by
their social background (Driessen et al., 2008; Dollman, 2015). We can roughly dis-
tinguish between two allocation models. On the one hand, there are education sys-
tems which use standardised tests to assign pupils to educational pathways (e.g. the
UK). On the other hand, there are systems in which the teachers’ expectations
regarding pupils’ future performance in the form of a teacher recommendation play
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an important role in the allocation process, whether or not accompanied by a form of
standardised testing (e.g. the Netherlands, Germany, France, Flanders (Belgium)).
The use of standardised tests is generally found to decrease the influence of pupils’
social background on their track placement, although studies have also shown that
standardised testing does not entirely eliminate bias in teacher recommendations
(Luyten & Bosker, 2004). Numerous studies have clearly demonstrated that teacher
recommendations are biased by pupils’ social background in education systems with-
out standardised testing (Duru-Bellat, 2002; Ditton et al., 2005; Wagner et al., 2009;
Schneider, 2011; Boone & Van Houtte, 2013b; Barg, 2013). Pupils from lower socio-
economic status (SES) backgrounds less often receive the advice to enrol in academi-
cally oriented tracks than pupils from higher SES backgrounds with comparable
scholastic achievement.
Overall, the leading question in studies on teacher recommendations has been to
what extent they reflect pupils’ abilities and effort, rather than their social background
(e.g. Luyten & Bosker, 2004). Studies that take into account the broader class or
school context in which teachers form their track recommendations are less numer-
ous. This is remarkable, as the class is the immediate context in which a teacher oper-
ates. Furthermore, classes differ with regard to their composition in terms of pupils’
ethnic and social background, but also regarding their ability composition. In
Europe’s cities, school and class compositions are rapidly changing as increasing
shares of the school-going population have an immigration background (Clycq et al.,
2014). The few studies that have so far investigated the influence of contextual vari-
ables have suffered from suboptimal operationalisations (e.g. Tiedeman & Billmann-
Mahecha, 2007; Wagner et al., 2009).
In this study we want to explore the influence of class-level contextual features on
teacher recommendations at the transition from primary to secondary education in
Flanders (the northern, Dutch-speaking part of Belgium). More specifically, our aim
is to study the influence of three compositional class characteristics on teachers’ rec-
ommendations, namely the socio-economic, ethnic and ability composition of a class.
Past research has shown that a school’s socio-economic and ethnic composition influ-
ences teacher expectations (Agirdag et al., 2013; Thys & Van Houtte, 2016). Teach-
ers have lower expectations in schools with a high share of working class pupils and
ethnic minority pupils. We might therefore expect to find that teacher recommenda-
tions will also be influenced by their class’s socio-economic and ethnic composition.
Furthermore, research has suggested that the ability composition of a class influences
teachers’ grading of pupils (Marsh, 1987; Trautwein et al., 2006). We might expect
that the ability composition of a class will have a similar frame-of-reference effect on
teachers’ track recommendations to pupils.
Teacher recommendations and pupils’ social background
Recent research on teacher recommendations has primarily been geared towards
ascertaining whether the advice given by teachers is merit-based, rather than deter-
mined by pupils’ social background (e.g. Luyten & Bosker, 2004). These studies,
conducted in different institutional contexts, have demonstrated repeatedly that tea-
cher recommendations are biased by pupils’ social background (France: Duru-Bellat,
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2002; Barg, 2013; Flanders, Belgium: Boone & Van Houtte, 2013b; Germany: Dit-
ton et al., 2005; Dollman, 2015). In fact, pupils from higher socio-economic back-
grounds are more likely to get the advice to enrol in the more demanding, academic
tracks than pupils from lower socio-economic backgrounds, irrespective of achieve-
ment. Research on the origins of the socially biased nature of teacher recommenda-
tions is less well developed. One of the most frequently invoked explanations is that
teachers take into account parents’ ability and resources to support their children
when learning problems arise (Duru-Bellat, 2002; Ditton et al., 2005). Teachers
would deem parents from lower socio-economic backgrounds less well equipped to
assist their children with school work and would therefore be more reluctant to rec-
ommend the academic track. A second explanation supposes that teachers base their
recommendations on pupils’ behaviour in class (Boone & Van Houtte, 2013b; Bloss-
feld, 2013). The behaviour of pupils from higher socio-economic backgrounds would
be more in line with the expectations held in academically oriented secondary educa-
tion. However, recent research conducted in the Netherlands shows that teachers’
perceptions of pupils’ work habits can partly account for gender differences in educa-
tional recommendations but not for socio-economic differences (Timmermans et al.,
2016). A third explanation found in the literature is that parents from higher social
classes exert pressure on teachers to get a recommendation for academic education
(Dronkers et al., 1998; Blossfeld, 2013). A last strand of research focuses on the
social cognitive roots of teacher bias (Glock et al., 2013; Glock & Krolak-Schwerdt,
2014). A recent study by Glock and Krolak-Schwerdt (2014) suggests that the activa-
tion of stereotypical knowledge in teachers’ information processing when thinking
about students of high and low SES might influence teachers’ judgements of these
students. Almost all of the aforementioned studies have in common that they primar-
ily take into consideration the influence of individual pupil characteristics on teacher
recommendations.
Contextual features and teachers’ recommendations
How could contextual variables influence teacher recommendations? Past research
linking structural class characteristics to teacher recommendations has not gone to
great lengths to theorise the origins of these links (see Tiedemann & Billmann-Mahe-
cha, 2007; Driessen et al., 2008; Wagner et al., 2009; Klapproth et al., 2013; Tim-
mermans et al., 2015; for an exception see Schulze et al., 2009). Preceding research
had nevertheless already suggested that teachers’ functioning is influenced by the
composition of the classroom they teach (Raudenbush et al., 1992; Driessen & Slee-
gers, 2000; McKown & Weinstein, 2008). Raudenbush et al. (1992) demonstrated
that teachers feel less efficacious in low-track classes. The research by Driessen and
Sleegers (2000) showed that the socio-economic composition of a classroom influ-
ences teacher expectations, albeit in a rather modest way. In fact, teacher expecta-
tions are lower in classes with a higher number of disadvantaged pupils. McKown
and Weinstein (2008) demonstrated that some teachers in highly diverse classes,
operationalised in terms of number of ethnic groups, have lower expectations of Afri-
can-American and Hispanic students.
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Theorising the relation between class-level variables and teacher recommendations
is warranted in view of the basic social psychological premise that people’s percep-
tions and actions are influenced by the immediate context (Sherif & Sherif, 1969). It
is therefore plausible that teachers’ recommendations will be influenced by the char-
acteristics of the class they teach. Three compositional features might be of particular
relevance for teachers’ recommendations, namely the ability composition, the socio-
economic composition and the ethnic composition of a class. Although we might
expect the latter two contextual features to be interrelated.
It is reasonable to suppose that teachers take into account (their perception of)
pupils’ ability when deciding which track to recommend. However, pupils are
grouped in classes and teachers face these classes daily, which makes it likely that the
class group will function as a frame of reference for teachers’ perceptions. In fact,
research has shown that pupils’ grade point averages (GPAs) are influenced by a
frame-of-reference effect; that is, pupils in low average ability classes receive higher
GPAs than equally able pupils in high average ability classes (Marsh, 1987; Traut-
wein et al., 2006). Similarly, a recent German study showed that, controlling for indi-
vidual intelligence, the average intelligence level of a class had a negative effect on
third graders’ chances of being nominated by their teachers for enrichment pro-
grammes for gifted students (Rothenbusch et al., 2016). This strand of research thus
suggests that teachers tend to judge pupils’ ability relative to that of other pupils in
the class. It is therefore plausible that teachers’ recommendations for equally able
pupils will differ according to the class they are in.
There are at least two reasons why we might expect the socio-economic composi-
tion to influence teacher recommendations. Firstly, parents of higher socio-economic
backgrounds might push teachers to give their children a recommendation for aca-
demic education (see Blossfeld, 2013). The presence of a large number of parents
from higher socio-economic backgrounds might create a normative environment that
leads teachers to be less strict in their recommendations for all pupils in their class.
Teachers will then more easily advise a pupil to enrol in academic education. Sec-
ondly, the socio-economic composition of a class might influence teachers’ expecta-
tions, which could then in turn influence the recommendations teachers give to
pupils in that class. Research on teacher expectancies has long since shown that
teachers have lower expectations of pupils from lower social class backgrounds (for
early reviews, see Baron et al., 1985; Dusek & Joseph, 1985). While most of these
early studies have been geared towards demonstrating differential teacher expectan-
cies vis-a-vis individual students using experimental designs, more recent studies
based on large-scale surveys have shown that a school’s socio-economic composition
may impact teachers’ general beliefs towards their students (Rumberger & Palardy,
2005; Agirdag et al., 2013). Agirdag et al., (2013) showed that primary school teach-
ers have lower teachability expectations of their pupils in schools with a higher share
of children with a working class background. Similarly, Rumberger and Palardy
(2005) found that teacher expectations could partly explain the impact of school SES
on academic achievement, thereby showing that the socio-economic composition of
the student population affects teacher expectations. Given these findings, we might
expect teachers in low SES schools to be more reluctant to recommend academic
education. The ethnic composition of a class might influence teacher
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recommendations in the same way. In fact, studies on teacher expectancies have
repeatedly found that teachers also have lower expectations of ethnic minority pupils
(Baron et al., 1985; Dusek & Joseph, 1985). More recent research has demonstrated
that teachers tend to have lower expectations of their pupils in schools with a higher
share of ethnic minority pupils (Agirdag et al., 2013; Thys & Van Houtte, 2016). We
therefore expect that teachers will less often recommend academic education to
pupils in classes with a high share of ethnic minority pupils.
Studies examining the influence of class-level characteristics on teacher recommen-
dations have yielded mixed evidence. Some studies found that, after individual pupil
performance was controlled for, the ability composition of a class had a negative influ-
ence on the probability of receiving a recommendation for the academic track (Tiede-
mann & Billmann-Mahecha, 2007; Driessen et al., 2008; Klapproth et al., 2013). In
fact, pupils in classes with a low mean ability are more likely to get a recommendation
to enrol in academic education than equally achieving pupils in classes with high
mean ability levels. These studies support the frame-of-reference thesis. However,
Schulze et al. (2009) did not find clear evidence for the influence of achievement
composition of the class. Moreover, they found a positive influence of the socio-eco-
nomic composition of the classroom. The higher the mean SES of a class, the higher
a pupil’s chances of receiving the advice to start in academic education. Similar
results were found by Timmermans et al. (2015), showing that pupils in classes with
relatively few low SES background pupils have a higher probability of receiving a rec-
ommendation for the more demanding tracks. Remarkably, in this same study it was
found that, controlling for pupils’ individual ability, ability composition had a positive
influence on the chance of receiving advice for a demanding track. This finding runs
counter to the frame-of-reference thesis. With regard to the influence of the ethnic
composition of a class on teacher recommendations, the results are also contradic-
tory. In a study conducted in Germany, Kirsten (2002) found that the share of pupils
of non-German nationality in a class had a negative influence on pupils’ chances of
receiving advice for the more demanding tracks. In contrast, Driessen et al. (2008)
found no effect of percentage of ethnic minority disadvantaged pupils in a class on
teacher recommendations in their large-scale study in the Netherlands.
The results of the research on the influence of compositional class characteristics
on teacher recommendations are inconclusive. This might partly be due to differences
in operationalisation. Some studies have aggregated the results of standardised tests
to inquire into the impact of ability composition (Tiedemann & Billmann-Mahecha,
2007; Driessen et al., 2008; Klapproth et al., 2013), while others have aggregated
pupils’ marks (see Schulze et al., 2009). Socio-economic composition has also been
measured in different ways; some authors have operationalised it as percentage of dis-
advantaged pupils (Driessen et al., 2008), whereas others have used a measure based
on parents’ income and education (Schulze et al., 2009), and still others have opera-
tionalised it as percentage of pupils with poorly educated parents (Timmermans
et al., 2015). Moreover, there has also been variation in the operationalisation of the
dependent variable. Studies in the Netherlands have treated advice for the different
forms of secondary education as an interval variable (Driessen et al., 2008; Timmer-
mans et al., 2015), while studies in Germany have treated teacher recommendations
as a dichotomous variable, opposing advice for academic education with advice for
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technical and vocational education (Schulze et al., 2009), or advice for academic and
technical education with advice for vocational education (Kirsten, 2002; Tiedemann
& Billmann-Mahecha, 2007).
Study setting
The transition from primary to secondary education is the first important branching
point in the Flemish education system. After six years of primary education Flemish
pupils, normally in the year they turn 12, make the transition to secondary education,
which also lasts six years. While primary education is undifferentiated, secondary
education is tracked. We can distinguish between four hierarchically ordered tracks:
general/academic education, technical education, arts education and vocational edu-
cation (Figure 1). Whereas general/academic education is widely regarded as the
most prestigious and demanding track, vocational education has very low esteem and
is considered less demanding (Stevens & Vermeersch, 2010). Technical and arts edu-
cation occupy an intermediate position within this hierarchy of educational tracks.
However, according to Flemish educational legislation there are merely two broad
tracks during the first two years of secondary education, namely A-stream and
B-stream (Department of Education, 2008). B-stream is mainly meant to provide
education for pupils who are less fit for theoretical tuition. Yet, most pupils start sec-
ondary education in A-stream. A-stream is said to offer a comprehensive curriculum
to all pupils, which enables them to explore their talents and interests in view of their
allocation to one of the previously mentioned tracks. Nevertheless, there is some dif-
ferentiation within A-stream in the form of optional courses such as Latin, modern
sciences, technology, arts and so forth. Courses like Latin and modern sciences usu-
ally lead to general/academic education, with Latin being the most prestigious option,
and being a reference point in pupils’ perception (Boone & Van Houtte, 2013a). Pre-
vious qualitative Flemish research has shown that pupils see the option of Latin, and
to a lesser extent modern sciences, as a premise for good jobs and chances in higher
education. Courses like technology and arts equip pupils for enrolment in technical
and arts education. The option of B-stream mostly leads to vocational education.
6 years
(age 6-12)
A-STREAM
+optional course
2 years
+Latin +modern 
sciences
+technology +arts
B-STREAM
2 years
General education (4 years)
Technical education (4 years)
Artistic education (4 years)
Vocational education (4 years)
(+1)
University
(4 or 5 years)
College of higher education
(3 or 4 years)
PRIMARY SCHOOL SECONDARY SCHOOL
(1st grade)
SECONDARY SCHOOL
(2nd and 3rd grade)
TERTIARY EDUCATION
Figure 1. Structure of the Flemish education system
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Basically, the transition from primary to secondary education comes down to allocat-
ing pupils to B-stream or A-stream, and if pupils are found suitable for A-stream, to
either theoretically oriented (Latin and modern sciences) or non-theoretically ori-
ented (technology and arts) options within A-stream. We can therefore say that track-
ing starts at the age of 12 in Flanders and not at the age of 14, as officially
communicated. In fact, research has demonstrated that the choices made at the tran-
sition from primary to secondary education are difficult to revoke (Van Damme et al.,
1997). Pupils who start in a technical option usually go on to technical education.
Switching back and forth between every educational track is theoretically possible,
but in practice pupils almost exclusively ‘fall back’ from academic to technical or
vocational tracks (so-called cascade system).
The decentralised nature of the Flemish education system is reflected in the fact
that the process of track assignment is very loosely organised. First of all, there are no
centralised examinations that give parents an idea about their children’s position rela-
tive to a mean national score. As a result, parents can only rely on the recommenda-
tion of the primary school teacher. In addition, there are no preconditions for
admission to A- or B-stream, nor for the optional courses within A-stream. Moreover,
there are no guidelines as to which criteria teachers should take into account when
deciding which course to recommend. Research by Boone and Van Houtte (2013b)
has suggested that Flemish teachers tend to attach a lot of importance to pupils’ study
attitude in deciding which alternative to recommend. In this system, which places
heavy emphasis on parental choice, the teacher recommendation is the only clue par-
ents get from professionals. While teacher recommendations are non-binding in the
Flemish education system, they nevertheless play an important role in the allocation
process.
Hypotheses
Considering this loosely organised character of allocation in Flanders, we might
expect Flemish teacher recommendations to be especially susceptible to frame-of-
reference effects. Moreover, primary school teachers are usually assigned to only one
class in Flanders, so they are confronted with the same group of pupils every day.
Based on prior theorising and research, we can therefore formulate the following
hypotheses.
Hypothesis 1: The ability composition of a class will have a negative influence on teachers’
recommendations once individual ability is controlled for.
Hypothesis 2: The SES composition of a class will have a positive influence on teachers’
recommendations irrespective of pupils’ own SES.
Hypothesis 3: The share of ethnic minority pupils in a class will have a negative influence
on teachers’ recommendations irrespective of pupils’ own ethnic background.
An important additional matter is whether similar pupils get different recommenda-
tions depending upon the class composition. Therefore, to ascertain potential moder-
ation of individual effects by contextual features, we also test cross-level interactions
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between ability composition and individual ability, SES composition and individual
SES, and ethnic composition and individual ethnic background.
Methodology
Sample
Data were collected in May 2015, in 36 primary schools in Ghent and Antwerp,
two cities in Flanders, the northern Dutch-speaking part of Belgium. These cities
were chosen because of the high density of both primary and secondary schools and
because of their high level of ethnic diversity. The data collection was part of a
large-scale research project, examining inequality in educational choice at the tran-
sition from primary to secondary education. The sample of schools was selected
based on school sector and proportion of low SES pupils. First, the population of
schools was divided into public and private schools within each city. We then
divided the schools per city and per sector into three equally sized groups according
to their percentage of low SES pupils. This percentage is based on information
from the Flemish Department of Education (Department of Education, 2015).
Using these criteria, random samples were drawn, each comprising 36 schools. We
started by contacting the schools in the first sample and in case of refusal to partici-
pate (in 17 cases), a corresponding school from the next sample was contacted.1 In
total, 76 schools had to be contacted to reach the intended number of 36 schools
for the project; a general response rate of 47.37%. In the end we selected 18
schools from each sector, of which 6 schools stem from the 33% of schools with the
lowest number of low SES pupils, 6 schools represent the middle group and 6
schools stem from the 33% of schools with the highest number of low SES pupils.
A written questionnaire was completed by a total of 1,049 sixth-year pupils in 61
classes. Out of a total of 1,086 pupils who were eligible to fill in our questionnaire,
37 were absent at the time of survey completion. We thus obtained a response rate
of 95.6% for pupils. However, since some cases had missing values on the included
variables, the number of cases varies according to the model analysed (see Tables 3
and 4 later). At the same time, we distributed questionnaires for their teachers. We
managed to retrieve this questionnaire from all of the 61 sixth-grade teachers; a
response rate of 100%. Due to missing data on two variables, the analyses are
performed on only 58 out of the original 61 classes. These two variables are (1) the
Raven test (see below), which was not performed in two of the 61 classes and
(2) the dependent variable teacher recommendation, which was missing in one of
the sixth-grade teacher’s questionnaires.
Variables
Dependent variable. Educational recommendation. To obtain a measure for educational
recommendation, teachers were asked to indicate for every individual pupil which
educational alternative they would recommend in the first year of secondary educa-
tion. First, teachers had to indicate whether the pupil would be advised to start in
A- or B-stream. In a second step, teachers had to indicate which option within
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A-stream they would recommend; Latin, modern sciences, technology or arts. Since
we cannot assume equal intervals between these values, and the variable is in origin a
categorical variable, educational recommendation was studied in steps, in which we
consider three different dichotomous dependent variables. First, we considered the
recommendation for A-stream (93.7%) (1) or B-stream (6.3%) (0). Next, within
A-stream, we distinguished between the theoretical options that are perceived to
precede general education (Latin and modern sciences (74.4%)) (1) and the practical
options perceived to precede technical or arts education (technology and arts
(25.6%)) (0) (see Table 1). Lastly, we looked at the recommendation within the aca-
demic options of A-stream; that is, Latin (35.3%) (1) and modern sciences (64.7%)
(0).
Individual-level independent variables. SES. Pupils’ socioeconomic status was based
on parental occupation. In the case of unemployment of one of the parents, previous
occupation was used. These parental occupations were recoded according to the
International Socioeconomic Index of Occupational Status (ISEI) (Ganzeboom
et al., 1992). Scores range from 11.74 (equals manual labour without schooling in
agricultural sector) to 88.96 (equals judge). To obtain a measure for family SES, the
highest ISEI score of the two parents was used. The mean family ISEI score is 51.82,
with a standard deviation of 23.38.
Table 1. Descriptive statistics for individual and class-level variables: percentage or mean and
standard deviation
Variable Mean or percentage Standard deviation
Dependent variable
A-stream or B-stream (N = 996)
A-stream (1) 93.7%
B-stream (0) 6.3%
A academic or A practical within A-stream (N = 933)
A Academic (1) 74.4%
A Practical (0) 25.6%
Latin or modern sciences within A academic (N = 694)
A Latin (1) 35.3%
AModern sciences (0) 64.7%
Independent variables
SES 51.82 23.38
Ethnicity (N = 984)
Native (0) 58.3%
Immigrant (1) 41.7%
Ability 42.06 6.50
Gender (N = 1,015)
Girls (1) 48.7%
Boys (0) 51.3%
SES class composition 51.28 12.43
Ethnic class composition 42.33 28.16
Average ability 42.03 2.39
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Ethnic background. As is common in sociological research in the Netherlands and
Belgium, pupils’ ethnic background was based on maternal grandmother’s birthplace
(Timmerman et al., 2002). Pupils with a maternal grandmother born in Belgium or a
North-Western European country were seen as ethnic majority pupils (coded 0),
pupils with a maternal grandmother born in other countries were seen as ethnic
minority pupils (coded 1). Birthplace of maternal grandmother was used because
research has shown that second or third-generation pupils are still disadvantaged in
education and on the labour market, compared with native pupils (Timmerman
et al., 2003; Hammarstedt, 2009). In the sample there are 574 pupils (58.3%) with
an ethnic majority background and 410 (42.7%) with an ethnic minority
background.
Sex. In the sample there are 495 (48.8%) girls (1) and 520 (51.2%) boys (0).
Ability. Ability was measured using a standardised Raven test that measured pupils’
capacity for abstract reasoning. This test consists of 60 items and each correct answer
is awarded one point, so that theoretically pupils could score from 0 to 60. The aver-
age score in our sample is 42.06 (with a standard deviation of 6.50), the minimum
score 13 and the maximum score 55.
Class-level independent variables. SES composition. The SES composition of the class-
room was operationalised as the mean of pupils’ ISEI score per class. The lowest SES
composition is 24.10 and the highest is 74.20. The mean SES composition is 51.28,
with a standard deviation of 12.43.
Ethnic composition. The ethnic composition of the classroom was operationalised as
the percentage of ethnic minority students per class. The percentages range from 0%
(no pupils with an ethnic minority background in a class) to 100% (all pupils have an
ethnic minority background). The mean is 42.33, with a standard deviation of 28.16.
Ability composition. The average ability score was aggregated to the class level to
obtain a measure for the ability composition of each class. The lowest average ability
composition score is 35.40 and the highest is 46.45. The mean average ability is
41.42, with a standard deviation of 2.72.
For the bivariate correlations between the variables at the class level, see Table 2.
Design
By means of multilevel analysis, we studied whether the recommendation of a sixth-
grade teacher varies according to SES, ethnic and ability composition of the class.
Considering the clustered sample of pupils nested within classes, multilevel analysis
Table 2. Bivariate correlations between class-level variables: Pearson correlation
Variables SES class composition Average ability Ethnic class composition
SES class composition 1 0.593** 0.878**
Average ability 0.593** 1 0.610**
Ethnic class composition 0.878** 0.610** 1
*p ≤ .05, **p ≤ .01, ***p ≤ .001.
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was the most appropriate technique. Since the outcome variables were dichotomous,
we performed two-level hierarchical logistic analyses (using MLwiN version 2.26).
The iterative generalised least squares method was applied and the algorithm con-
verged, using second-order penalised quasi-likelihood (PQL) approximations. These
are considered more accurate than first-order marginal quasi-likelihood (MQL)
approximations (Kreeft & De Leeuw, 1998; Rodriguez & Goldman, 2001; Hox,
2010). We assume that teachers consider a series of binary choices when recommend-
ing an educational alternative at the transition from primary to secondary education.
First, sixth-grade teachers have to choose to recommend A- or B-stream. For the cur-
rent study, we chose to include only the recommendations within A-stream, which is
given to the vast majority of pupils (93.7%). The minority of pupils to whom
B-stream is recommended have mostly been experiencing prior study difficulties or
did not obtain the certificate of primary education. Hence, the recommendation for
B-stream is almost entirely determined by pupils’ school performance (Van Houtte &
Boone, 2012). Subsequently, within A-stream, teachers can decide to recommend an
academic option or a more practical option. Finally, within the academic option,
teachers can recommend Latin or modern sciences. We investigated the determinants
of these two binary choices within A-stream in two separate analyses, using random
intercept models.
Each of these two analyses starts with estimating an unconditional model to divide
the outcome variance into a within-class and a between-class variance component.
Although some say that this is not appropriate for hierarchical logistic models—be-
cause the outcome is dichotomous—the between-class variance components can give
an idea of the importance of considering class-level variables (Lee & Burkam, 2003;
Frost, 2007). After this, we tested the relationship between SES, ethnic and ability
composition of the class and the educational recommendation made by the teacher.
Because of the very high correlation between SES and ethnic composition of the
classroom (Pearson r = 0.878, p < 0.01), we chose to include these variables sepa-
rately in different models, following Agirdag and colleagues (2013). The second
model investigated whether these relationships gain or lose significance when control-
ling for individual-level SES, ethnicity, ability and gender. We controlled for these
variables because previous research indicates that the educational recommendation
of teachers is influenced by these individual pupil characteristics (Boone & Van
Houtte, 2013b). Lastly, we are not only interested in the effect of class composition
variables in general, but also in the moderating impact of class composition on indi-
vidual variables. Therefore, the third model includes cross-level interactions between
every composition variable and the corresponding individual variable. This way, we
examine whether the impact of pupils’ individual features is moderated by the class
composition. Every independent variable was grand mean centred—except for the
dummy variables ethnicity and gender—since this facilitates substantive interpreta-
tion of the effects, especially for the cross-level interactions.
Results
For the first recommendation within A-stream, namely the choice between an aca-
demic or a practical option, the between-class variance in the unconditional model
284 S. Boone et al.
© 2018 British Educational Research Association
T
a
b
le
3
.
D
et
er
m
in
a
n
ts
o
f
si
x
th
-g
ra
d
e
te
a
ch
er
’s
re
co
m
m
en
d
a
ti
o
n
a
t
th
e
tr
a
n
si
ti
o
n
fr
o
m
p
ri
m
a
ry
to
se
co
n
d
a
ry
ed
u
ca
ti
o
n
in
F
la
n
d
er
s:
co
m
p
a
ri
n
g
a
ca
d
em
ic
(1
)
w
it
h
p
ra
ct
ic
a
l
(0
)
re
co
m
m
en
d
a
ti
o
n
s
M
o
d
el
1
a
:
C
la
ss
co
m
p
o
si
ti
o
n
–
S
E
S
M
o
d
el
1
b
:
C
la
ss
co
m
p
o
si
ti
o
n
–
E
th
n
ic
M
o
d
el
2
a
:
In
d
iv
id
u
a
l
v
a
ri
a
b
le
s
–
S
E
S
M
o
d
el
2
b
:
In
d
iv
id
u
a
l
v
a
ri
a
b
le
s
–
E
th
n
ic
it
y
M
o
d
el
3
a
:
In
te
ra
ct
io
n
A
b
il
it
y
*A
b
il
it
y
co
m
p
o
si
ti
o
n
M
o
d
el
3
b
:
In
te
ra
ct
io
n
A
b
il
it
y
*A
b
il
it
y
co
m
p
o
si
ti
o
n
In
te
rc
ep
t
c O
d
d
s
ra
ti
o
1
.1
2
1
(0
.1
1
3
)*
**
3
.0
6
8
1
.1
3
9
(0
.1
2
4
)*
**
3
.1
2
4
1
.0
9
6
(0
.1
5
9
)*
**
2
.9
9
2
1
.2
9
6
(0
.1
9
3
)*
**
3
.6
5
5
1
.0
4
1
(0
.1
6
4
)*
**
2
.8
3
2
1
.2
0
6
(0
.1
9
8
)*
**
3
.3
4
0
S
E
S
co
m
p
o
si
ti
o
n
c O
d
d
s
ra
ti
o
0
.0
4
4
(0
.0
1
2
)*
**
1
.0
4
5
—
0
.0
2
6
(0
.0
1
5
)°
1
.0
2
6
—
0
.0
2
6
(0
.0
1
5
)°
1
.0
2
6
—
E
th
n
ic
co
m
p
o
si
ti
o
n
c O
d
d
s
ra
ti
o
—
-0
.0
0
9
(0
.0
0
6
)
0
.9
9
1
—
-0
.0
0
7
(0
.0
0
7
)
0
.9
9
3
—
-0
.0
0
8
(0
.0
0
7
)
0
.9
9
2
A
v
er
a
g
e
a
b
il
it
y
c O
d
d
s
ra
ti
o
0
.0
7
4
(0
.0
5
8
)
0
.9
2
9
0
.0
1
1
(0
.0
6
4
)
0
.9
8
9
0
.2
1
1
(0
.0
7
1
)*
*
0
.8
1
0
0
.1
4
6
(0
.0
7
8
)°
0
.8
6
4
0
.1
8
7
(0
.0
7
3
) *
0
.8
2
9
0
.1
2
0
(0
.0
7
8
)
0
.8
8
7
S
E
S
c O
d
d
s
ra
ti
o
0
.0
2
5
(0
.0
0
5
)*
**
1
.0
2
5
—
0
.0
2
4
(0
.0
0
5
)*
**
1
.0
2
4
—
E
th
n
ic
it
y
–
im
m
ig
ra
n
t
(1
)
c O
d
d
s
ra
ti
o
—
0
.5
7
5
(0
.2
1
2
)*
*
0
.5
6
3
—
0
.5
3
2
(0
.2
1
3
)*
0
.5
8
7
A
b
il
it
y
c O
d
d
s
ra
ti
o
0
.1
2
6
(0
.0
1
7
)*
**
1
.1
3
4
0
.1
3
8
(0
.0
1
6
)*
**
1
.1
4
8
0
.1
2
8
(0
.0
1
7
)*
**
1
.1
3
7
0
.1
4
0
(0
.0
1
7
)*
**
1
.1
5
0
G
en
d
er
g
ir
l
(1
)
c O
d
d
s
ra
ti
o
0
.4
9
1
(0
.1
8
8
)*
*
1
.6
3
4
0
.4
4
2
(0
.1
8
4
)*
1
.5
5
6
0
.4
9
6
(0
.1
8
9
)*
*
1
.6
4
2
0
.4
5
7
(0
.1
8
5
)*
1
.5
7
9
A
b
il
it
y
co
m
p
o
si
ti
o
n
*A
b
il
it
y
c O
d
d
s
ra
ti
o
—
—
—
—
0
.0
1
1
(0
.0
0
7
)
1
.0
1
1
0
.0
1
4
(0
.0
0
7
)*
1
.0
1
4
V
a
ri
a
n
ce
s
B
et
w
ee
n
-c
la
ss
v
a
ri
a
n
ce
0
.3
4
2
(0
.1
3
3
)
0
.4
8
6
(0
.1
6
2
)
0
.5
1
6
(0
.1
8
8
)
0
.7
0
0
(0
.2
2
1
)
0
.5
3
3
(0
.1
9
2
)
0
.7
0
5
(0
.2
2
3
)
N
u
m
b
er
o
f
p
u
p
il
s
9
1
4
9
1
4
8
4
1
8
3
4
8
4
1
8
3
4
N
u
m
b
er
o
f
cl
a
ss
es
5
8
5
8
5
8
5
8
5
8
5
8
N
o
te
:
T
h
e
g
a
m
m
a
co
ef
fi
ci
en
ts
(c
)
a
re
p
re
se
n
te
d
w
it
h
st
a
n
d
a
rd
er
ro
rs
in
b
ra
ck
et
s
a
n
d
o
d
d
s
ra
ti
o
s.
° p
≤
.1
0
,
*p
≤
.0
5
,
**
p
≤
.0
1
,
**
*p
≤
.0
0
1
.
Class composition as a frame of reference for teachers 285
© 2018 British Educational Research Association
was 0.533 (SE 0.168). The first model of the multilevel analysis indicated a positive
association between the mean SES of the class and the recommendation for an aca-
demic track, without controlling for pupils’ individual characteristics (OR = 1.045,
p < 0.001) (see Table 3, model 1a). Teachers teaching a class with a high average
SES were more likely to recommend an academic track to their pupils. The first
model, including ethnic composition of the classroom, showed that the ethnic com-
position of the class was not significantly related to the teacher’s recommendation
(see Table 3, model 1b). As expected, we did not find an association between the
ability composition and the teacher’s recommendation without controlling for indi-
vidual pupil characteristics. The second model showed the significance of individual
SES, ethnic background, ability and gender. A high individual SES increases the odds
of getting the advice to enrol in an academic option within A-stream (OR = 1.025,
p < 0.001) (see Table 3, model 2a). For pupils with a high SES (based on the 75th
percentile), the probability of getting the advice to enrol in an academic option was
64%, while this probability was 36% for pupils with a low SES (based on the 25th
percentile). Similarly, teachers were more likely to recommend an academic option
within A-stream to a pupil from the ethnic majority than to an equally able pupil with
an immigrant background (OR = 0.563, p < 0.01) (see Table 3, model 2b). The dif-
ference in probability of getting the advice to enrol in an academic option between
pupils from the ethnic minority and the ethnic majority is 14 percentage points. Fur-
thermore, the better a pupil’s result on the Raven test, the more likely that the teacher
will recommend an academic track (see Table 3, models 2). Also, teachers were more
likely to recommend an academic track to girls than to boys.
The second model did not confirm the effect of SES composition of the class found
in the first model. The effect of SES class composition lost significance and the effect
size almost halved once we controlled for pupils’ individual SES (see Table 3, model
2a). In this model, the effect of SES composition remains marginally significant.
However, the average ability in the classroom showed a significant negative relation-
ship with the teacher’s recommendation, once we controlled for individual ability
(see Table 3, models 2). Sixth-grade teachers were less likely to recommend an aca-
demic track in high-ability classes. In a classroom with an average ability, the proba-
bility of a pupil getting the advice to enrol in an academic track is 45%, whereas this
probability is 58% in a classroom with a low average ability (based on the 25th
percentile and on model 2a). This finding seems to confirm the existence of frame-
of-reference effects on teacher recommendations based on ability composition. To
further test this hypothesis, we investigated the significance of an interaction effect
between individual ability and ability composition (see Table 3, models 3). This
interaction effect showed significance in the model, including pupil’s ethnicity and
ethnic composition of the classroom (OR = 1.014, p < 0.05) (see Table 3, model 3b).
Teachers are more likely to recommend an academic option to pupils with a low indi-
vidual ability in a low average ability class than to pupils with the same ability in a high
average ability class (see Figure 2). The same reasoning holds for pupils with a mean
individual ability score. Pupils with a high individual ability seemed least affected by
the average ability of the classroom. We also examined interactions between the other
two composition variables and the corresponding individual variable, but these were
not significant.
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For the recommendation within the academic options of A-stream, Latin or mod-
ern sciences, the unconditional model indicated a variance at the class level of 0.148
(SE 0.096). Because this variance is only an indicator of the importance of the class
level, and because we are dealing with data at both class and individual level, we pro-
ceeded with our multilevel analyses. The first model displayed a significant effect of
SES class composition, without controlling for individual variables (OR = 1.028,
p < 0.01) (see Table 4, model 1a). This means that teachers were more likely to rec-
ommend Latin when the average SES in the class is high. The first model, including
ethnic composition of the classroom, indicated that the ethnic class composition is
significantly negatively related to the teacher’s recommendation (OR = 0.991, p <
0.05) (see Table 4, model 1b). When the percentage of ethnic minority students in
the class is high, a teacher was less likely to recommend Latin. As in the first analysis,
ability composition was unrelated to the recommendations in a model without indi-
vidual controls.
The second model, including pupils’ individual variables, showed the significance
of a pupil’s individual SES, ethnicity and ability for this teacher recommendation.
Teachers were more likely to recommend Latin to pupils with a high SES, irrespective
of a pupil’s ability (OR = 1.021, p < 0.001) (see Table 4, model 2a). The probability
of getting the advice to enrol in Latin was 38% for pupils with a low SES (based on
the 25th percentile), while this probability was 62% for pupils with a high SES (based
on the 75th percentile). Furthermore, teachers were less likely to recommend Latin
to pupils with an immigrant background (OR = 0.298, p < 0.001) (see Table 4, model
2b). The difference in probability of getting the advice to enrol in Latin between
immigrant pupils and native pupils was 27 percentage points. Additionally, high indi-
vidual ability implied higher odds of getting the advice to enrol in Latin (OR = 0.124,
p < 0.001) (see Table 4, model 2a). For this analysis, there was no effect of gender on
the recommendation for Latin versus modern sciences. Unlike in the previous analy-
ses, the average ability in the classroom was not significantly related to a teacher’s rec-
ommendation for Latin or modern sciences, when controlling for individual
variables. Also, the effect of SES composition disappeared upon control for pupils’
SES (see Table 4, model 2a). This means that the SES composition effect in model
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Figure 2. The interaction between ability and ability composition of the classroom[Colour figure
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one was a selection effect. The same holds for the effect of ethnic composition, which
appeared no longer significant when controlling for individual ethnicity. Interactions
between the composition variables and the corresponding individual variables were
non-significant.
Discussion
The aim of this study was to inquire into the potential influence of three composi-
tional class characteristics—that is, ability composition, socio-economic composition
and ethnic composition—on teacher track recommendations at the transition from
primary to secondary education in Flanders. As there are no central guidelines in
Flemish education regarding the criteria teachers should consider when formulating a
recommendation, we expected teacher recommendations to be especially susceptible
to frame-of-reference effects. More precisely, we expected to find a negative effect of
ability composition when controlling for individual ability (hypothesis 1), a positive
effect of socio-economic composition (hypothesis 2) and a negative effect of ethnic
composition on teacher recommendations (hypothesis 3). In addition, we also exam-
ined potential moderation of individual effects by class-level characteristics by testing
cross-level interactions between every compositional and the corresponding individ-
ual variable.
The first hypothesis could be confirmed for the recommendation for academic
options rather than the practical option. In fact, a pupil in a high ability class is less
likely to be advised to start on an academic course than an equally able pupil in a
lower ability class. We thus found a frame-of-reference effect for this particular rec-
ommendation. This finding is in line with findings of earlier studies conducted in
countries with similar education systems (e.g. Germany: Tiedemann & Billmann-
Mahecha, 2007; the Netherlands: Driessen et al., 2008; Luxembourg: Klapproth
et al., 2013). The first hypothesis could, however, not be confirmed for the recom-
mendation for Latin versus modern sciences. This does not come as a surprise, as the
divide between academic and practical courses is more discriminating in the selection
process than the distinction between Latin and modern sciences.
The second hypothesis could not be confirmed by our analyses. Class socio-eco-
nomic composition did not influence teachers’ recommendations, irrespective of
pupils’ own SES. We hypothesise that this might be due to the fact that teacher rec-
ommendations are not binding in Flanders. As there is less at stake for parents, teach-
ers might experience less parent pressure (cf. Dronkers et al., 1998). We speculate
that the influence of class socio-economic composition would be more pronounced in
education systems with binding teacher recommendations. Prior research that found
class socio-economic composition to be of influence on teacher recommendations
was conducted in education systems that attach more importance to recommenda-
tions in allocation (e.g. Germany: Schulze et al., 2009: the Netherlands: Timmer-
mans et al., 2015).
The third hypothesis, which predicted a negative influence of ethnic composition
on teacher recommendations, could not be confirmed. Although prior research in
Flanders had shown that teachers in schools with a higher share of ethnic minority
pupils have lower expectations of their pupils (Thys & Van Houtte, 2016), this does
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not seem to translate into lower recommendations. This finding is in line with
research conducted in the Netherlands by Driessen et al. (2008), but it is in contra-
diction with the findings by Kirsten (2002) in Germany. However, while we found
that the percentage of pupils with an immigrant background in a class has no influ-
ence on teachers’ recommendations over and above the effect of individual ethnic
background, this should not obscure the fact that pupils with an immigrant back-
ground are clearly disadvantaged. In fact, the latter less often receive the advice to
start in academically oriented options and, within the academic options, the advice to
start in Latin than equally able pupils without an immigrant background.
The cross-level interactions did not prove significant, except for the interaction
effect between average ability and individual ability. A pupil with a low individual
ability is more likely to get the recommendation to enrol in an academic option in a
low ability class than in a high ability class. However, this interaction is significant
only in the model that includes individual ethnic background and ethnic composition
of the classroom. We carefully hypothesise that this might be due to ethnic bias in rec-
ommendations (Thys & Van Houtte, 2016), but future research would need to clarify
this. The effects of individual SES and ethnic background were, however, not affected
by class SES or ethnic composition, respectively.
With regard to the influence of the other individual pupil characteristics, our analy-
ses are in line with the findings of the study by Boone and Van Houtte (2013b) con-
cerning the influence of pupils’ SES background on teacher recommendations in
Flanders. In fact, pupils from higher SES backgrounds were more likely to receive the
recommendation to start secondary education in academic courses, and within aca-
demic courses in the option of Latin, than equally able pupils from lower SES back-
grounds. In addition, there was a remarkable gender effect on the recommendation
for an academic versus a practical option. Girls were more likely to receive the advice
to start in an academic option than equally able boys. A recent study by Timmermans
et al. (2016) suggests that this could be due to teachers’ positive perceptions of girls’
work habits.
There are several limitations to our study. Firstly, our study is limited to a sample
of schools in the cities of Antwerp and Ghent. The findings of our study can therefore
not be generalised to the rest of Flanders. Research by Dronkers et al. (1998) has sug-
gested that pupils in the largest cities of the Netherlands more often receive the advice
to enrol in academic options in secondary education than pupils in the rest of the
Netherlands, irrespective of achievement. We should therefore be aware that these
results might be specific to the urban context and cannot be generalised to more rural
areas. Secondly, because of the very strong correlation between pupils’ ethnic back-
ground and their socio-economic background, it is hard to disentangle their respec-
tive influence. Thirdly, we have limited ourselves to studying the potential influence
of the percentage of pupils with an immigrant background in a class on teacher rec-
ommendations, while research suggests that classroom diversity might also play an
important role (McKown &Weinstein, 2008). However, our data do not permit us to
adequately study possible interaction effects of classroom diversity and individual eth-
nic origin on teacher recommendations, for the different subgroups of students are
not large enough to make sound statements about this. Future research could try to
fill this lacuna by investigating whether certain groups of immigrant pupils are more
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disadvantaged in terms of the recommendation they get when the class is more or less
ethnically diverse. Furthermore, our study looks only at the mean percentage of eth-
nic minority students. Future studies should consider the effect of the variation in
classroom diversity, for example by means of a Herfindahl index (Putnam, 2007).
All in all, based on this study we can say that class-level contextual variables are of
limited influence on teacher recommendations at the transition from primary to sec-
ondary education in metropolitan urban contexts in Flanders. Only the ability com-
position of a class exerts an influence, as we expected based on earlier findings about
class average ability on teachers’ grading of pupils’ achievement (Marsh, 1987; Traut-
wein et al., 2006). However, neither SES composition nor ethnic composition of a
class impacts teacher recommendations. This means that pupils in highly segregated
classes do not benefit or, conversely, are not disadvantaged based on the composition
of the classroom in which they happen to be. Nevertheless, the clear influence of indi-
vidual SES and ethnic background on teacher recommendations, irrespective of abil-
ity—although difficult to disentangle—shows that teacher bias continues to be an
important issue to be addressed by future research.
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